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Introduction


The Vandals, Huns and, less widely perhaps, Goths have remained by-words for mindless violence and destruction since they and other barbarians breached the Roman frontiers in the fourth and fifth centuries ad. Yet many such warring groups have given their names to settled and peaceful places such as France (Franks), Burgundy (Burgundians), Andalucia (Vandals), Jutland (Jutes), Saxony (Saxons), Frisia (Frisians) and England (Angles). The languages they spoke form the basis of languages now spoken widely throughout the world, of which English is the most widespread.


This book examines the events which led to the barbarians’ reputations for ‘mindless’ violence or destruction. It considers, in passing, the extent to which these people are remembered by posterity as the result of excessively hostile criticism by the rich, educated and powerful elements in society whose lifestyle was threatened by people they had themselves attempted to exclude by force. Often, events were moved through the interaction of individuals with considerable talent and all-too-human failings. A few men (of whom Alaric the Goth and Attila the Hun are outstanding) had exceptional organisational and military ability as well as personal charisma. Their Roman opponents, generals such as Aëtius, Constantius and Belisarius, were no less formidable. The gradual transformation of the Roman Empire of Augustus in the first century ad into modern Europe owes much to the exploits of these people. They were excluded by physical barriers which were policed by the Romans, from nearly all the attractive, fertile and mineral-rich areas and, by extension, from normal interaction through trade and intermarriage. The harsh environment of the Steppes where many Huns congregated fostered the skills of formidable fighters.


It was a period in which the energy and enthusiasms of youth often prevailed over the wisdom and caution of age. Indeed, youth and the quest for booty were in many ways the driving forces in the period. Since training started in childhood, many of the warriors who fought the Roman Empire were probably not out of their teens. Theodoric the Great was eighteen when, without his father’s knowledge, he led a 6,000-strong force on a successful plundering expedition. Age was not, however, a bar to an experienced commander: Ermaneric, the early warrior-king died at a great age (reputedly 110).


Opportunities for major personal gain abounded, though misery was rife. The emperors in Italy and Constantinople rarely died of old age and some of them reigned only for a matter of months. They could gain power through coups d’état: some were unwillingly elevated by the armies in particular areas. At the start of ad 410, there were no fewer than six emperors, of whom only two had gained the title through legitimate means (Honorius in Ravenna, Theodosius II in Constantinople and the usurpers Attalus, Constantine, Constans and Maximus). Men of barbarian origin never prospered in bids for the highest office, though a few totally controlled the emperors. The teenage Emperor Valentinian II bravely handed letters of dismissal to his Frankish advisor Arbogastes, who contemptuously destroyed them in public and went unchallenged.


The leaders of barbarian warrior groups were equally under the control of their followers. Raiding, to gain booty and personal prestige, was a way of life and no self-respecting warrior would accept any peace treaty for long unless there was demonstrable benefit to him. In addition, few of the warriors seem to have considered that, once they had gained entry, living in another culture required huge personal commitment. Raiding the neighbours and carrying off their women and cauldrons was only workable if the neighbours would and could counter-attack to recirculate the booty. The system totally foundered in a settled state which depended on cooperation and local security. By and large, the Burgundians, the Franks, the Alamanni and (eventually) the Visigoths and Ostrogoths prospered because both Romans and barbarians were prepared to compromise. Until that happened many lives were lost in battle. For reasons of space, time and readability, the catalogues of destruction – whether caused by Romans or barbarians – have largely been omitted, but it should not be forgotten that for every word in this book there were probably ten deaths in combat or from related causes. City after city was looted and fields were laid waste. Disease set in. People starved to death. Bones were left exposed where men had fallen. People in possession of huge amounts of booty but no financial acumen meant prices rose. Extortion and bribery were commonplace.


It is notoriously difficult to establish ‘the truth’ even if a group of reliable eye-witnesses are expertly questioned immediately after an event. The later fourth-century historian Ammianus Marcellinus reflects this in relating a particular battle between Goths and Romans, in 376: ‘I ask my readers … not to demand a completely accurate account of events or the exact number of dead, because there was no way of finding out.’


The subject matter of this book is particularly open to speculation – it has been calculated to be (as it were) correct to the first two or three decimal places because there is such a wealth of uncertainty in the material. A fairly simple picture has been achieved at the inevitable expense of much data, many worthy characters and intricate academic debates. Over fifty Theodorics flourished in the period, of whom readers will doubtless be pleased to know only two feature prominently in these pages, but possibly less delighted to learn that they are both called Theodoric I. (One was a Visigoth, the other an Ostrogoth.) The text also mentions two men called Leo I (one a Pope, the other an emperor) and two Saints Augustine. Two of Attila’s secretaries were called Constantius. It has been claimed that the man known for centuries as Odoacer was in fact two men of the same name. The Empress Galla Placidia (daughter, sister, wife and mother of emperors) was buried in the Monastery of St Nazarius, Ravenna, not in the well-known tourist attraction known as the Tomb of Galla Placidia.


The lists of tribal names is almost hypnotic. Some seem to have been repeated entirely for their exotic, romantic allure and still roll poetically off the tongue. Jordanes, for example, mentions but does not describe the Grannii, Augandzi, Eunixi, Taetel, Rugi, Arochi and Ranii, and elsewhere the Ahelmil, Finnaithae, Fervir and Gauthigoth – ‘a bold race of men’.1 Names were liable to change over time as new groups were formed. It is possible that some units were extended families or clans. Some may have been political entities, others were named after regions. The minor group of the Peukini (also known as the Bastarni), for example, were named after the island of Peuke which lay in the Danube. Geographical areas changed names in antiquity as well as in modern times and some scholars favour ancient Greek terminology over more recent.


The barbarians have often been categorised by the languages they spoke or the basic repertoire of material goods they used. Both methods can be misleading, so in general linguistic terminology has here been avoided where possible (see Chapter 9).


Summary and Background


Gaul was subdued by Julius Caesar in the first century bc and the Romans continued to push northwards. Serious problems arose in the late summer of ad 9 when three of the Empire’s twenty-eight legions, under Publius Quinctilius Varus, were massacred in the Teutoburg Forest. Varus committed suicide, and the victorious barbarian leader, Arminius of the Cherusci, moved effortlessly into the pages of history, and later into heroic legend as Herman (‘the German’).


The Emperor Augustus reluctantly decided not to attempt any further Roman expansion in the area. After this time the frontier in northern Europe was marked by the Rhine and Danube rivers, controlled from towns and fortresses. There were turf-and-timber road posts, later replaced in stone, with watch towers such as that at Valkenburg. One of the most easily fordable places on the Rhine was defended at Novae, the headquarters of the First Legion. Bridges, such as that linking Mainz (Mogontiacum) and Mainz-Castell (Castellum), were defended and Roman boats patrolled the water, just as the Roman Fleet patrolled the English Channel and east coast.


As soon as Augustus fixed the Empire’s northern frontier, settlement of barbarians south of it began. Submissions were received from the Ubii and Sicambri who were given lands on the left bank of the Rhine. The Emperor Tiberius (ad 14–37) took 40,000 Germani to the same area. Some Batavians fled from their own people and distinguished themselves in Roman cavalry units. Such pacts continued intermittently through the centuries and the barbarians were expected to provide military assistance when required. The Empire’s frontiers were pushed forwards in the first and second centuries through the efforts of a few military-minded emperors. Especially from 224 onwards, military threat came from the Persians, so that relations with the north European tribes were often affected when Roman troops were deployed to the East. Lands beyond the Rhine/Danube frontier became buffers between the Empire and the non-Romanised tribes beyond; a similar situation prevailed in Britain and North Africa. Annual payments to such tribes were often negotiated on the understanding they would protect the Empire from their neighbours. As time went on, this deteriorated into bribes to avoid attack by the buffer areas themselves.


Economic, social and climatic as well as cultural and military factors forced change upon the Roman Empire and the barbarian world alike. In the early fourth century the imperial capital was moved from Rome to Constantinople by the Emperor Constantine, who also adopted Christianity instead of the Roman pantheon headed by Jupiter, Juno and Minerva. Both these moves had very far-reaching effects. Some of the barbarian groups were converted, but some of those favoured a heresy, Arianism. The new beliefs could be bargaining points in negotiations for land or payments. By the late fourth century the Empire had been divided into East and West, with the two emperors not always in agreement with each other. Both sides of the Empire were forced to deal with the non-Romanised warrior groups. The Eastern Empire survived as the Byzantine Empire while the Western was transformed by the barbarian migrations that are the subject of this book.


The most lasting changes started during the 370s when the Huns overran the Alans and the two then put pressure on the Goths. Most of the tribes that later became known as the Ostrogoths were conquered, but many tribes who later formed the Visigoths were formally allowed to cross the Danube in 376. They beat the Roman forces at Adrianople in 378, sacked Rome in 410 under Alaric, and were officially settled in Aquitania Secunda (part of Gaul) in 418 until finally moving into Spain. In 395 the Huns crossed the frozen Danube and until Attila’s death in 453 were important catalysts on the European political scene, particularly through their special relationship with the western general, Aëtius. After Attila’s death in 453 they disintegrated as a recognisable unit. The Rhine/Danube frontier was effectively destroyed in 405 and 406, when huge numbers of barbarians forced their way across. The Vandals, Alans and Sueves established themselves in Spain in 409 and twenty years later moved to North Africa where they remained important until the reconquest of the area by the Byzantine general Belisarius in 533. Different groups of Franks were settled by treaty within the Empire from the third century onwards and many Franks rose to positions of high command by the mid-fourth century. Under Clovis, the Franks effected the conquest of most of South and Central Gaul in 481 and eventually developed into the Merovingian and Carolingian dynasties.


The last Roman Emperor in the West (himself a puppet usurper) was the young Romulus Augustulus, who was deposed in 476 by the barbarian ruler Odoacer (who may have been half-Hunnic). He in turn was removed from power in Italy by Theodoric the Great of the Ostrogoths at the invitation of the Eastern Emperor Zeno. The Burgundians established a kingdom south of the Rhine between 411 and 414 and were later formally settled in Savoy. Two groups of Alans were settled in Gaul.


In the early sixth century the Roman world (by then the Byzantine) took by conquest both Italy and North Africa. Britain, Spain and Gaul were never recovered, but were left to develop the multi-cultural societies which eventually formed modern Europe.
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Chapter 1


The Visigoths


At first he wanted to obliterate the Roman name and to make the entire Empire that of the Goths alone and to name it … Gothia.1


Orosius (an early fifth-century theologian and Church historian) referring to the Gothic leader Athaulf.


The term Goth (or Gothic) is now most widely used to describe a particularly florid script, and an ‘over-the-top’ style of both novel and architecture.2 Occasionally, it is a fashion concept. At the time the term Goth covered a mixture of different barbarian peoples, grouped together for convenience by historians and for military purposes in times of need.3 Two main groups emerged in the later fourth and early fifth centuries: Visigoths (in the West) and Ostrogoths (in the East). The terms correspond roughly to the tribal groupings over which the Tervingi and Greutungi, respectively, seem to have been dominant. Their story is here divided into four parts: their first appearance on the Roman frontiers until ad 376 when they crossed the Rhine; the career of Alaric; the career of his successor, Athaulf; and the aftermath in which they settled into a non-warrior-based society.


The tribal history was recorded by the mid-sixth-century Goth, Jordanes, writing from a base in Constantinople. He drew upon traditional Gothic history,4 which was preserved, at least partly, through song.5 He thought that the Goths originally migrated from Scandinavia.6 By the period covered in this book they were firmly established north of the Black Sea.7 Jordanes says the migration was unified, but archaeology points to a series of separate movements under the leadership of different chiefs – true warrior bands.8 These apparently conflicting statements fit the other historical sources which show that the Goths were organised under chiefs (reiks) who, in times of crisis, chose two or three temporary leaders, occasionally only one – the thiudans or judge.9 Such a method allowed the specialist fighting skills of various groups to be fully exploited; for example, those from open plains tended to be expert horsemen.


Gothic Attacks on the Roman Empire10



In ad 238 Goths penetrated Roman territory and plundered Histria at the head of the Adriatic. Eventually, annual payment was arranged in return for Gothic service in the army. In 248 the Emperor Philip the Arab (244–9) decided (after a series of victories in the area) to discontinue the annual payments to the Goths. It may be that the festivities that year, held to celebrate the thousand years since the foundation of Rome, led to complacency. Philip used ‘Thessalonian persuasion’ (i.e., giving him ‘Hobson’s choice’) on an efficient commander named Decius and sent him to the Danube frontier.11 This man was then proclaimed emperor by the legions and in 249 marched to Italy where Philip was killed in battle at Verona. As a result, the north-east frontier was left undefended at the very time when the Goths were dissatisfied. In 250 a Gothic leader, Cniva, crossed the Danube with supporters who included some Carpi, Bastarni, Taifali and Asding Vandals. The Gothic forces divided into three groups which worked together, aided by the fact that Decius, the new emperor, was preoccupied with some of the Carpi in Dacia. Decius pursued Cniva without success and the Goths managed to besiege Philippopolis in Thrace.12


The Siege of Philippopolis


Cniva’s followers used primitive scaling towers which the defending force had to smash with boulders. When Decius was unable to come to their relief, the Roman troops preferred fraternisation to fighting, but lacked a credibly authoritative mediator. A feature of negotiation between Romans and barbarians through the centuries was the importance placed by both sides upon the high status of the negotiators. People of lowly birth were likely to be rejected forthwith. On this occasion the troops in Philippopolis hailed a new emperor from among their number. They had miscalculated: once inside the gates, the Goths killed or took captive the inhabitants, regardless of rank, and the short-term emperor disappeared from history.


The Goths delayed returning home with their booty and prisoners. They familiarised themselves with the land in Thrace, which remained on their list of requests for over a century. In midsummer 251 they met the Roman forces at Abrittus (near Razgrad in modern Bulgaria). Cniva lured his opponents into a marshy area and encircled them. In the resultant slaughter both Decius and his son, also Decius, were killed. The battered remnant of the Roman forces rallied under the future emperor,13 who allowed the Goths to leave (with their booty) and arranged for payments to be made to them.


Roman and Gothic Warfare Techniques


The siege of Philippopolis demonstrates how Gothic tactics were never designed to cope with walled towns or sieges. Like almost all the non-Celtic barbarian groups, the Goths lived in scattered, undefended, wooden villages.14 Their warfare was conducted through small-scale raiding parties. Strongly defended towns often had substantial food and water supplies, whereas besiegers were obliged to live off the land. The Tervingian troops were generally unmounted warriors but they were known to call upon their neighbours, the Taifali, the Alans and the Greutungi, to provide cavalry. Obtaining fodder would have been a constant problem and must have been a factor behind the widespread ‘devastations’ that accompanied every barbarian campaign.


In contrast, the Roman army at its best was highly disciplined and well supplied. The Roman infantry, for example, typically formed a ‘tortoise’; the first line held their shields in front of them, while the men behind held theirs over the heads of the men in front. Their right (sword) arms were thus free but protected. The whole advanced like a giant threshing machine, though in the event of wholesale slaughter, the formation would be broken up by the need to step over the dead and dying. The Roman repertoire included such refinements as the tolleno – a beam set upright on town walls, with an attached crosspiece (similar to a modern crane), to the longer end of which was fixed a spike. Swinging on a pivot, the spike could sweep assailants to the top of the wall. Since only the legions used ballistae (catapults),15 which hurled stone balls of up to 175 pounds in weight, the barbarians often stood some chance against lesser troops or ordinary citizens.


As time went on, however, both discipline and the ‘straight line’ Roman approach often foundered and Gothic siege techniques improved (though they never rivalled the Huns in this). Sometimes barbarians acquired the information by employing captured Roman technicians. The Goths learned to armour their scaling towers. At Thessalonika, in 269, the Goths used reservoirs of water to stop the flames spreading when the defenders soaked wicker fireballs in olive oil to bomb the towers.16 In 248 the Goths piled stones against the walls to create a ramp at Marcianopolis, but were unsuccessful. In contrast, at Masada in ad 66 the same technique had been used successfully by the Romans, with chilling ruthlessness, against the Jews – but the Romans had possessed the resources to spend many months on the project. Violent measures were often unnecessary, however, since the quickest way to take a town was usually through treachery.


The empire changed its military policies around this time in recognition of the fact that its vast territories could not be defended by a single command. In 253 Publius Gallienus was made co-emperor (with his father Valerian). A highly experienced commander, he introduced a heavy dependence upon cavalry and began the tradition of putting military operations under the command of equestrian officers rather than senators. This policy had a dramatic personal effect since he was murdered in 268 by his cavalry commander, Claudius II.17


The Goths as Inept Seafarers


Despite the change in imperial military policy, Goths and others attacked the empire in 253 and 254. In 255 ‘Scythians’ (a general term which could include Goths, Huns and many other eastern barbarians) hijacked the fleet of a Roman client kingdom in the Crimea but were so disorganised that they sent it away when they had reached their destination and only managed the return journey by chance. The outcome was two years of widespread destruction in Bithynia and Propontis (the Black Sea), for many groups were involved.


In 268 Goths sailed from the mouth of the Dniester in alliance with the Heruli who voyaged from bases in the Sea of Azov.18 They reached the Aegean in a reputed 6,000 boats with 320,000 men (according to one source) and 2,000 ships (according to another).19 It seems that unseaworthy craft and Gothic inexperience, added to a strong current, led to collisions and losses. Using Dalmatian horsemen, Gallienus left over 3,000 Heruli dead. Naulobatus, the defeated leader of the Heruli, was subsequently recruited into the Roman army. This episode illustrates clearly how the warrior’s ideal of fighting for the best chief – who by definition was the one who provided the opportunity for the best booty – was beginning to evolve into a mercenary’s agreement in which loyalty to the chief was replaced by devotion to the fattest purse. From the Roman point of view it made sense to employ rather than fight a warrior.


Gothic Relations with Rome


From this time on Gothic/Roman relations were mixed. Some Goths perished with the Emperor Valerian when he was defeated by the Persian King Shapur I, in 260, to die in humiliating captivity. Conversely, a large number of migrant Goths were resoundingly defeated near the town of Naissus in 269 by Claudius II. This emperor died of the plague in 270, to be succeeded in 271 by his cavalry commander, Aurelian. The new emperor (titled ‘Gothicus Maximus’) killed 5,000 Goths with their king,20 a defeat that was important not only for the high mortality rate, but also because it effectively destroyed united Gothic effort.21 By the late third century the Tervingi and the Greutungi, with their respective allies, were increasingly separate entities.


Despite his military successes Aurelian adopted a cautious approach, and the part of the Roman province of Dacia which lay north of the Danube (roughly modern Romania) was abandoned. It became known as Gothia as Goths gradually moved into the area. There they undoubtedly absorbed many elements of Roman life, a factor which undoubtedly coloured their later relationship with the Roman world.22


The part of Dacia that the Romans retained was defended by a series of forts and border towns such as Marcianopolis and Naissus, linked by roads. Behind lay fortified cities, such as Philippopolis, Serdica and Adrianople. The area prospered, coincidentally making it increasingly attractive to plunderers such as the Huns.


Christianity and Barbarian Warfare23



There was general quiet on the Gothic front until the civil war in which the victor was Constantine the Great (Goths having fought on both sides). The new emperor made many changes, one of which was to adopt Christianity as the official state religion in 313. Within a generation, many Goths were converted by Bishop Ulfilas (who was said to be the descendant of Cappadocian prisoners captured by the Goths over a century before). Having been sent to Constantinople in an embassy,24 he was consecrated in 341 during a short period when orthodox Catholic Christianity was ousted by Arianism.25 This belief denied the divinity of Christ (He was seen not to be ‘of the same substance’ as the Spirit and the Father). The importance of the Catholic belief that the three elements of the Christian Godhead were ‘of the same substance’ set it aside from any pagan religion. Christianity allowed for only one God, but the three elements only too easily appeared to pagans as another three godlings to be added good-naturedly to their existing pantheon. The Arian view was therefore easier for barbarian pagans to adapt to their own use. All factions found Christianity a useful focus for, or excuse for, armed disputes.26


Like many barbarian warrior-based peoples for whom death was a very real everyday expectation, the Goths were very superstitious. Since they would not discuss religion, little is known about their beliefs, though by the mid-fourth century the Romans were able to identify a Gothic ‘Mars’ to whom they dedicated first booty (and, on occasion, sacrificial victims).27 Gothic religion included ancestor worship: Tanausis, king of the Goths, is specifically mentioned as being posthumously worshipped.28 The Goths habitually went into battle shouting the praises of their ancestors.29 This was the equivalent of the impressive battle shout (the ‘barritus’) used by the Romans, and was said to have derived from the trumpeting of an elephant. (It began in a low tone which gradually increased to a roar.)30


Notably, the Goths passed on the Christian faith to others (in particular the Vandals), and willingness to convert became an important bargaining point for the warrior groups. To gain entry into the empire, they were capable of cynically dressing their priests and priestesses as bishops or monks.31 All they had to do, said the late fourth-century writer Eunapius, contemptuously, was ‘drag along grey cloaks and tunics’, and swear oaths which meant nothing to them.32


Bishop Ulfilas invented the Gothic alphabet (not to be confused with the much later Gothic script) and translated the Bible into Gothic. Only fragments of his version now survive (the Codex Argenteus), written in gold and silver on purple/red parchment. These fragments incorporate the sole surviving Gothic words relating to warfare. Arguably by design, or merely by accident of survival, the most warlike parts, such as the Book of Kings, are missing.


Gothic Armour


Ulfilas’ Bible uses the word sarwa for armament. Other terms included brunjo (coat of mail), skildus (shield), hilms (helmet) and meki (sword). The subdivision of the army (harjis) was the horde (hansa), both probably of variable size.


Eunapius amuses his audience at the expense of the 3,000 warriors sent by the Goths to fulfil their federate obligations. He says their coats of mail made them look like wasps. From this ancient joke we can deduce that the armour was close-fitting at the waist and/or had wide shoulders.


Athanaric – a Pagan Warrior Leader


From 350 onwards the Romans were preoccupied by usurpers while the Huns put pressure on the barbarians in northern Europe. Not surprisingly there were barbarian attacks on all the frontiers. In 364, shortly after becoming emperor, Valentinian I gave his militaristic younger brother Valens the Eastern Empire, and himself retained power in the West.33 An Arian Christian, Valens was required to repulse threats from Persia as well as from the Danube tribes. He took seriously possible threats from the Goths and ordered the commander of Dacia to restore the frontier watch towers or build new ones. In the winter of 366/7, Valens crossed the Danube at Daphne on a bridge of boats, but little was gained in a number of skirmishes. In 368 the Danube was too flooded to allow any crossing, but in 369 another bridge of boats was made at Noviodunum and after several long marches Valens found Athanaric, the Gothic thiudans, ready for pitched battle.34 The outcome was that both sides opted for peace, but Athanaric was hampered in his negotiations by an oath he had made to his father never to set foot on Roman soil. This complex military and political situation was resolved in September 369, when the protagonists were rowed into the middle of the Danube to negotiate peace afloat.35


Valens restricted the places on the frontier where the Visigoths could legally trade.36 Athanaric was free to persecute Gothic Christians: between 367 and 378 there are reports of twenty-six Gothic martyrs. It is possible to see the persecutions as an outlet for frustrated warrior-band instincts which were curtailed both by the treaty with the Romans and by the insuperable strength of the Huns.37


The Threat of the Huns


By 375 the Huns had overrun the Alans, neighbours of the Greutungi, many of whom gradually moved towards the borderlands of the Tervingi. Aware of the increasing dangers from both the Huns and the Greutungi, Athanaric led a strong army to the western bank of the Dniester where he prepared for battle. Giving the Greutungi stockade a wide berth, he sent a reconnaissance force some 20 miles ahead.38 Things did not go as he expected. Temporarily ignoring both the Greutungi forces and the Tervingian scouts, the Huns took advantage of the clear moonlight to ride along the river to a suitable crossing-point and launch an attack. Athanaric’s forces managed to withdraw without meaningful losses, but he was sufficiently worried to order high protective walls to be built from the Danube to the banks of the River Gerasus (the Pruth).39 Of the many possible archaeological sites, an earth-built linear dyke with a ditch on the south side between Brahasesti and Stoicani (a distance of 85 kilometres) has been interpreted as Athanaric’s.40 Also highly plausible is the suggestion that the Tervingi refortified the former Roman frontier line of Dacia.41 A second unexpected Hunnic attack left Athanaric’s forces relatively unscathed because the Huns were hampered by the weight of their booty.42


Although these two incidents were minor, the threat from the Huns was not and Athanaric had no solution. The majority of the Tervingian warriors deserted him and rallied under two new thiudans, Fritigern and Alaviv. Athanaric took the remnant of his followers into the inaccessible mountains and forests of the Carpathians. He had no choice, suggests Ammianus Marcellinus: since he had compelled Valens to meet mid-stream, he could not appeal to Constantinople for help.43 He worked out his undoubted frustrations on the local Sarmatians.44


Refugees at the Danube Frontier


The situation was critical for the Tervingi who followed Fritigern and Alaviv since the terrible reputation of the Huns was growing.45 Throughout 375 and 376, Tervingi and others began to leave their homes and flee to the south. By late 376 Roman sources state that the numbers gathering on the northern banks of the Danube totalled 200,000. Opinions vary over the extent of exaggeration involved here.46 Ammianus Marcellinus merely adapted a quotation from Virgil, likening the refugees to the grains of sand which were swept over the Libyan plain by the wind god Zephyrus.47 The fugitives were not solely warriors in search of booty but entire communities, desperately dragging along their movable belongings. Fritigern and Alaviv negotiated for permission to cross the river, but the emperor was 1,000 kilometres away in Antioch and the round-trip for the ambassadors must have caused delay.


Probably because Valens was short of manpower for his eastern campaigns, he activated a policy of receptio on behalf of the Tervingi. This required the barbarians to surrender arms (but not their personal belongings) in return for food and legal status. They were then expected to give military service, and acceptance of Christianity was probably part of the terms.


Finally the motley crowd of barbarians were given promises of land for cultivation in Thrace. The commander in Thrace, Lupercinus, was brought in to supervise the crossing. The bargain made at the river banks proved overwhelming to the Romans owing to the sheer numbers of people involved. The ferrying system was hampered by high water and corruption. Boats, rafts and hollowed-out tree trunks were employed day and night.48 People drowned in attempts to swim across. The refugees were illegally deprived of all their possessions, so they set foot on Roman soil totally destitute, with their families split up. The orders were that those who were too young to fight were to be distributed throughout the empire as hostages. The plan went awry owing to the greed of Romans hoping to replenish their farms with workers and their houses with domestic servants, as well as to gratify more personal desires. One, it was said, was smitten by a pretty boy. Another was attracted to a beautiful wife. They were all overwhelmed by the valuable gifts they were offered, such as linen shirts and coverlets with fringes.49


There was general disorder because the refugees had not been fed and Lupercinus attempted to move them on quickly. In the chaos at the Danube, it is known that some Greutungi seized Roman patrol boats which were lying unused and reached the opposite bank. After this, they pitched camp ‘at a long distance’ from Fritigern.50 The refugees resorted to bartering; the going rate was one Goth (destined for slavery) for one dog (for food).51 Jordanes quotes a loaf of bread or ten pounds of meat.52 This emotive story must be viewed in context – the largest commercial commodity the Goths possessed from at least the time of the Emperor Julian (360–3) was slaves. What would have been shocking was that the Goths were selling their nearest and dearest, including the sons of chieftains, as opposed to their neighbours taken in tribal raids. Jordanes is clear that (despite the disgraceful prices, even for the frontier where bargains were always to be found), it was better (for his ancestors) to be sold and ‘mercifully fed’ than to die free.53


Despite their plight, the Goths were sure of their legal position: the terms of receptio had not been met. Lupercinus invited Fritigern and Alaviv to dinner at Marcianopolis. A huge crowd of Goths fruitlessly begged to be allowed into the town to obtain food, and predictably fighting broke out. Ammianus Marcellinus graphically describes the scene at the dinner table. The sleepy and half-drunken Lupercinus, evidently aware of what was happening outside the walls (which was being obscured by ‘noisy entertainments’), ordered Fritigern’s attendants to be killed.54 Fritigern saved himself and his supporters by offering to negotiate, and escaped on horseback. Jordanes suggests that the incident gave the Goths an excuse to do what they most wanted: to fight, not starve.55 They engaged recklessly and enthusiastically in a battle with the Romans, during which ‘mad and bloody strife’ much of the army and many of its tribunes died. The barbarians then split up and rampaged across the countryside.56


The Battle by the Willows (Ad Silices)


The complex situation led to Valens having to come to Lupercinus’ aid. Under the overall command of a Frankish general, Richomeres, the Romans eventually met the Goths in combat at Ad Silices (‘By the Willows’).57 The Goths had placed their wagons in the traditional circle and were relaxing with their booty. A Gothic wagon-ring was not necessarily a hastily arranged affair. The late fourth-century court poet Claudian describes one in which the Goths dug a double moat, placing stakes along the top ‘two deep’. The wagons covered in ox-hide were placed around ‘like a wall’.58


At Ad Silices the Romans decided to wait until the Goths moved and then attack them from the rear with pikes. The Goths heard of this (possibly from deserters) and stayed put, eventually summoning their scattered bands. Once the forces were ready, after a short armistice, they spent the night with food and drink but no sleep. Next day both sides sounded their trumpets and the Goths attempted to reach high ground in order to sweep down on the Romans. The Romans stood fast and gave their usual war-cry. The barbarians responded by yelling out their ancestors’ feats. There were a number of skirmishes from a distance with javelins and other missiles, followed by hand-to-hand combat. A Roman ‘tortoise’ was formed at which the barbarians hurled fire-hardened clubs. The Goths broke through the left wing: the circular formation of the Gothic wagon laager always caused problems to men advancing in a straight line as they reached the vehicles. The situation remained unresolved, though many were killed, split with swords through the head, pierced by iron-tipped arrows or hit by sling-shot. Many others fled, leaving the dead and dying to the carrion eaters.


One of the Roman commanders, Sebastianus, had left the Western Empire on the grounds that the emperors were youthful and controlled by their eunuchs. He was admired by his troops for his disinterest in wealth and evidently had no time for soldiers who made ‘womanish pleas’.59 Not surprisingly, Valens employed him. Sebastianus asked for 2,000 new recruits of good physique, because he considered that he would achieve more with a small, well-trained force than with any number of ill-prepared men.60 Their training included drill in the arts of war and exercise to make up for any deficiencies discovered in tests. He praised the obedient and was severe with the perverse. With these hand-picked recruits Sebastianus enjoyed much success in harrying the Goths who were by now scattered over the countryside. It appears they were becoming over-confident, since on at least one occasion they were drunk. Modares, a Goth who had defected to the Romans, managed to slaughter a large number who were thus relaxing with their spoils.61 Ammianus Marcellinus recounts one incident in which Sebastianus secretly left Adrianople and came upon a ‘predatory band of Goths’. He remained hidden behind mounds and thickets until, under cover of darkness, he advanced ‘with light step’ and killed almost all.62


It is a mark of the times that when Sebastianus first reached the town of Adrianople, he was barred from the gates because the townspeople feared that he might have been captured by the Goths and won over, and that as soon as he was admitted he would betray them.63


The Battle of Adrianople64



In August, near Adrianople, reports came to Valens that there were 10,000 Goths in the area. He was advised to wait for reinforcements from his nephew Gratian (who had succeeded Valentinian I as emperor in the West). Fritigern offered peace, but the terms were unacceptable.


The motivation for Valens’ next decision has been subject of conjecture65 – was it perhaps an ego trip for an older man wanting to rival his nephew Gratian? Or was Ammianus Marcellinus right when he implies that the emperor was tired of receiving letters from Sebastianus, exaggerating his magnificent deeds.66 Whatever the truth, the emperor took aggressive action. On 9 August 378 the Romans left the imperial treasure under guard outside the walls of Adrianople and began to march in oppressive heat and dust. The Goths had purposely set fire to the surrounding countryside. The Romans certainly lacked drink as they tramped for an exhausting 11 miles before they came on a circle of wagons, formed so perfectly as though turned ‘on a lathe’.67 This could imply that it was no hasty formation. The barbarians uttered terrible cries. Since most of the Roman cavalry was still on the road, formation was difficult, but the Roman leaders drew up their battle lines so that the cavalry on the right wing were pushed forward. The majority of the infantry waited in reserve.


The Gothic cavalry, under two Greutungian cavalry ‘duces’, Alatheus and Saphrax, was ‘far away’. They were summoned, but time was at a premium. The Visigoths offered peace once more, but they sent envoys of such low origin that the emperor refused to negotiate. Ammianus is quite clear that these were delaying tactics so that the Romans would become exhausted in the heat. This seems to suggest that the Goths may have had a water supply or the measure would surely have been counter-productive.


During the negotiations Richomeres himself volunteered to be a hostage, but before he reached the Goths the Roman archers and the targeteers attacked. At this dramatic point the Gothic cavalry led by Saphrax and Alatheus arrived with the additional support of some mounted Alans and rushed forward. The left wing of the Roman force reached the wagons but became detached and was crushed. The foot soldiers were therefore left unprotected and crowded together so closely that they could not wield their weapons efficiently. The carnage was appalling. The ground was covered with blood so the troops could not keep a foothold. The roads were blocked by the dying, and fallen horses lay in mounds. Richomeres survived the battle, Sebastianus did not. It is not known what happened to Saphrax and Alatheus after Adrianople, but since they had played such an important part in the victory and were not listed among the dead, they may have escaped death.68


A moonless night followed which resulted in the fate of Valens being unknown. He was thought to have been mortally wounded by an arrow. Certainly his body was not recovered. Ammianus recounts the story of a returning survivor who reported that the emperor had received rudimentary medical treatment in a peasant house. This was so well defended on the lower storey that the Goths burnt it down when they failed to gain entrance in search of booty.69 They were dismayed to discover that they had destroyed such a valuable prize. The battle of Adrianople was not the first in which an emperor lost his life and it did not bring about immediate change, but to many then and since it marked the beginning of the end of Roman power. The Goths certainly dealt a severe but not incapacitating blow to the Roman forces. Ammianus Marcellinus reported that two-thirds of Valens’ army was killed in the battle, which has been calculated as between 20,000 and 25,000 dead. Doubts have been cast on these figures and comparisons made with, for example, the battle of the Somme, where machine-gun fire killed 21,000 men on the first day. Given that the opposing forces at Adrianople were more equally armed, it is possible that the Roman casualties numbered 10,000 to 15,000.70 However, if the Romans were suffering from heat and thirst as badly as Ammianus implies and the Goths were well watered, higher Roman casualties would be likely.71


The Siege of Adrianople72



The Goths did not wait for Gratian and his troops to arrive, but attempted to seize Adrianople since deserters and traitors had told them about the imperial treasure. After encircling the town walls, the Goths rushed in impetuously. Some of the imperial troops who had originally guarded the treasure had been left stranded outside the city. They wasted no time in going over to the Goths, but most were immediately butchered regardless. Peals of thunder from black clouds scattered the Goths who took the opportunity to send a threatening letter. The delay allowed the urban defenders time to repair the walls and in some unexplained fashion find a store of water (possibly storm-water).


The Goths then devised a ‘clever plan’. Some of the young defecting officers whose lives had been spared the day before agreed to return in order to set fire to parts of the town. The Goths planned to break in during the ensuing chaos. These unfortunates, on being questioned under torture by the Romans in Adrianople, gave conflicting answers and were beheaded.


Lack of weapons appears to have been a problem to the Goths – the Romans noticed that the Goths were throwing back the missiles that they had hurled out. They therefore ordered that the string by which the barbs were attached to the shafts should be partially severed so that the arrows could not be reused. Psychological matters also inadvertently came into play when the Romans fired a huge boulder from an onager (a type of large catapult common in the Roman army). The missile fell harmlessly to the ground, but the Goths, unused to mechanised war, were temporarily appalled. They rallied, but the citizens hurled down many missiles including javelins, sling-shot, arrows and sections or even ‘whole drums’ of columns. It was noticed as the day went on that the Goths were showing signs of discouragement and at nightfall they retired to their tents with accusations of ‘reckless folly’ because they had not, as Fritigern had advised, held back from a siege.73


The Skirmish at Constantinople


After this massive waste of life, time and effort, the Goths moved on towards Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Empire. This vast, rich city controlled traffic from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean – the traditional meeting-point of east and west. It had been enlarged by that time into ‘a very great city’, inhabited by people from all over the Roman world, and was well provided with walled defences.74 Despite the city’s clear strengths it is doubtful if the Goths had much choice of action at this point: they were aliens in a hostile land and their original homes had been overrun or were threatened by the Huns. Inept seafarers, useless with siege engines, terrified by catapults and so recently fighting among themselves in small bands, the Goths were discouraged. They engaged in a skirmish with a troop of Saracens who happened to be in the city. These men were specialists in surreptitious raiding expeditions, not pitched battle, so the Goths were initially able to put up a reasonable show. Extraordinarily, a long-haired Saracen wearing only a loin-cloth suddenly rushed into the thick of the battle uttering terrible cries. Having slit the throat of a Goth, he drank the flowing blood.75


This appalling spectacle seems to have brought the Goths to their senses. Constantinople may have contained unimaginable treasures, but its reserves were overwhelming. The city remained impregnable until it was captured by the far more sophisticated and experienced Turks in 1453. The Goths departed to find easier targets.


Changes in Imperial Attitude to the Goths


The death of the Eastern Emperor Valens at Adrianople required action and without a doubt imperial policy towards the Goths changed at this point. The Western Emperor Gratian immediately summoned out of obscurity a Spanish-born commander called Theodosius who had campaigned in Britain against the Picts (368–9), against the Alamanni (370) and against the Sarmatians in the Balkans (372–3). His distinguished career had been curtailed when his military father was executed, but he was well qualified for Gratian’s purposes. After a further victory over the Sarmatians in 379 which showed he had lost none of his talent, Theodosius was made co-emperor, in the East.76


Within the year he had an opportunity to put Gothic–Roman relations on a new footing. The pagan Athanaric had not fared well in the Carpathians, and a warrior leader unable to provide booty or gifts rapidly fails in the eyes of his followers. Athanaric seems to have been driven out by his own people in about 380. Despite his anti-Roman vow he was forced to seek refuge in Constantinople. A splendid reception was held on 11 January 381 in the presence of Theodosius (379–395).77 Two weeks later Athanaric was dead78 – the circumstances of his death are not known and are therefore, in the eyes of many then and since, suspicious. A splendid funeral enabled Theodosius openly to honour the Goths. He subsequently took both Visigoths and Ostrogoths into the imperial armies in autonomous units under their own leaders – a practice that had previously been avoided as being too dangerous. He also invited Gothic leaders to dinner and showered gifts on them.


Four years later, on 3 October 382, Theodosius (by now the sole emperor of both Western and Eastern Empires) formally settled the Goths in Lower Moesia (a province in the Balkan peninsula not so very far from their coveted Thrace) where they remained federates until his death in 395.


Alaric and Stilicho: Goth and Vandal in Roman Pay


In 392 a former teacher of Latin grammar and rhetoric, Eugenius, was set up as emperor by Arbogastes,79 the nephew of Richomeres.80 The battle in which they were defeated – Frigidus, in 394 – was important to the careers of two men under Theodosius’ command. One was Alaric, a Visigoth of the ruling Balth family.81 His subsequent career was so unusual that he has been remembered, reviled and sometimes elevated to hero status. The second commander was Stilicho, the son of a Vandal officer in the Roman army, who, as a result of the pro-barbarian policies in the imperial court, had met and married Theodosius’ niece Serena. After 395 Stilicho was commander-in-chief of the army and his daughter Maria married the Western Emperor, Honorius, in 398.82 The relationship between the two men, both Roman commanders of barbarian blood, has intrigued many commentators, since Stilicho remained in Roman service while Alaric was effectively made redundant.83 They were often, but not always, on opposing sides. Orosius plants suspicion by writing that he will say nothing about King Alaric and the Goths who were often defeated and surrounded – yet always released.84


The battle of the Frigidus left many Gothic casualties. It is even possible that the supposed ‘Gothophile’ Theodosius had used the Goths against Eugenius in the expectation that the two sides would reduce each other’s numbers.85 According to Orosius, 10,000 died,86 though Jordanes doubles that number. The significance was twofold. Firstly, replenishment recruits were in very short supply (the activities of the Huns were decreasing the supplies of young, fit, ambitious Goths, although Athanaric’s former supporters had been enrolled into existing units of frontier forces). Secondly, Alaric was dissatisfied because he had not been promoted.87 He and his troops showed their anger by going on a violent rampage through Thrace that ended only at the impenetrable walls of Constantinople.


Theodosius was taken ill in the same year when on campaign against the Franks, and subsequently died (395), having arranged that the empire should be divided. The eastern half was left to his young son Arcadius in Constantinople, while the western half was bequeathed to Honorius, with Stilicho as regent.88 Since many of the eastern troops had remained in the West after the battle of the Frigidus, Stilicho had a huge military advantage over his eastern rival Rufinus (Arcadius’ regent, a Celt who had been much favoured by Theodosius89). Claudian clearly showed his opinions of both Rufinus and Stilicho in the titles of his literary offerings alone: ‘Against Rufinus,’ and ‘Panegyric to Stilicho’. For example, he graphically describes the devastation that took place, categorically stating that Rufinus was pleased at the sight of women in chains and the fields ablaze. The eastern leader also demonstrated his allegiances by dressing in the furs of a barbarian.90


Stilicho certainly gave every appearance of wanting to take control of Arcadius and the Eastern Empire, in particular in wanting to restore the province of Illyricum to western control. He seems to have allied with Alaric to annexe the area,91 though it is also possible that Rufinus protected himself by employing Alaric.92 Stilicho was ready to engage Alaric in battle using troops from both Eastern and Western Empires – Armenians on the left wing, Gauls on the right. The banners waved with a ‘scarlet dragon’: everything was ready.93 At this critical point, in the middle of the noise of the cavalry and the sounding trumpets, Rufinus (through Arcadius) sent ‘treacherous letters’ demanding the return of the eastern troops to Constantinople.


Stilicho agreed with what in hindsight may be seen as suspicious alacrity. Alaric and his supporters escaped into Greece.


The Murder of Rufinus


Stilicho returned some of the troops with a Gothic leader called Gainas. As the young Emperor Arcadius94 came out of Constantinople to meet them, Gainas’ men savagely cut down Rufinus95 on 27 November 395. Claudian tells the story in ghoulish detail. It appears that Rufinus had regarded the return of the troops as such a victory that he should be made co-emperor. The troops surrounded him under pretence of negotiating, and dissected him while he was alive, before finally beheading him. With ‘paeans’ of victory, they paraded his hand through the streets, where it was offered to passers-by so they might give it money since it was ‘insatiable’.96 Rufinus had not been universally loved.


Stilicho sought new recruits on the Rhine frontier. Evidently the fate of the Goths in the 376 crossing was seen as a different matter altogether since Claudian reports with healthy contempt that ‘flaxen-haired warrior-kings’ were offering their children as hostages and seeking peace.97 The death of Rufinus did not deliver the Eastern Empire to Stilicho – internal political struggles led to the rise of the eunuch Eutropius. It appears that Gainas was eventually returned to his original command in Thrace, though probably short of men. In 397–8 Eutropius personally took command against the Huns in Phrygia and Cappadocia, where they had taken advantage of the lack of troops in the east and were attacking monasteries and cities, so that (in the words of St Jerome) the streams were ‘reddened with human blood’. However, Eutropius became ‘drunk with riches’ and over-ambition and lost power. After his execution, Gainas became equal in power to Stilicho.98
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